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CO Comments to CRPs regarding 2015-2016 CRP Extension Proposals 
CRP Name: Dryland Systems (DS) 
A. Overall Assessment 
Dryland Systems research is of critical importance and an essential component of the 
CGIAR research portfolio. Arid and semi-arid environments present very significant 
challenges for agriculture. It is therefore essential for the CRP portfolio to include a robust 
body of work on integrating technological, policy and institutional innovations to address the 
specific challenges in these environments. Unfortunately, Dryland Systems (DS) has 
submitted a poor extension proposal that does not do justice to the importance of this 
component of the CGIAR research portfolio. While allowances are made for the difficulties 
Dryland Systems has experienced, e.g. with the relocation from Aleppo and changes in the 
CRP leadership, this extension proposal reflects problems beyond these factors. The 
proposal does not provide the required context, the added value of integrating activities 
across participating Centres and working with the crop improvement and natural resources 
management CRPs, or any sense of prioritization. 
From a presentation perspective the extension proposal is 30% over the page limit and 
contains 44 pages of (mostly unnecessary) annexes. The extension proposal does not 
articulate a plausible Theory of Change or Impact Pathway. The chart on page 7 is provided 
with no text to explain the CRP’s theory of change.  Hence, it is impossible to determine 
what are the hypotheses and assumptions embodied in DS’s impact pathways. 
Submission of poor quality documents has been a recurring problem with DS and is evident 
not only in the poor quality of the submitted extension proposal, which failed to convey a 
coherent and effective program, but also in the poor quality of other documents, such as the 
recent POWB. These factors reflect significant structural and leadership issues that need to 
be addressed. 
The proposal has significant drawbacks, making it by far the worst of the 15 proposals 
reviewed by the Consortium Science Team. The CRP’s organisational structure does not 
convey strategic thinking and the proposal fails to convey core vision, key priorities, concrete 
objectives and targeted deliverables.  Consequently, the proposal comes across as a large 
set of atomised research activities spread over far too many regions (5 regions) and 
agricultural systems (7 systems) with no overall scientific or research coherence.  
DS is currently organized in five regional FPs which do not appear to have been strategically 
designed.  Rather, they come across as merely a collection of different on-going projects in 
each of the sites. No rationale is provided for the choice of the 5 regions where DS works, 
leading the reader to conclude that opportunistic reasons probably prevailed. Additionally, 
unlike AAS and Humidtropics, DS has no supporting global FP that provides guidance, tools 
and methods and draws lessons from the work in the 5 regions, bringing together the work 
and results of the regional FPs. No central link is provided either to ensure that each of the 
FPs plan effective gender-responsive programs, and deliver results on gender using a 
common strategic plan. Thus, the work in the different regions currently appears to be ad 
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hoc and undertaken by different sets of partners, with no real integration across the CGIAR 
centers involved and across the different non-CGIAR partners. As described in the extension 
proposal, the FPs do not appear to benefit one another but to be stand-alone regional 
programs. It is important that key research topics of importance to drylands are prioritized 
and investigated in the regional FPs and that the different flagship projects work together to 
ensure that results produced can be effectively scaled up. The absence of a good theory of 
change and impact pathways in the proposal leaves the reader questioning whether scaling 
up can occur beyond DS’s local involvement and whether DS is positioning itself to deliver 
international public goods.   The current structure and indications of ad hoc research projects 
are neither an effective internal organisational structure nor designed for impact. Drawing 
lessons and synthesising across the FP is essential for success, which requires 
implementing carefully prioritized and selected programs. 
There is no indication that any robust priority setting for regions, agricultural systems and 
issues within the selected FP regions has been undertaken.   Thus the proposal proposes to 
deliver a myriad of different small outputs. The proposal fails to demonstrate the significance 
of the outputs and outcomes that it will produce with the US$112m which it requests. There 
is an annex detailing the outputs that it will produce (very few outcomes); these are relatively 
modest, dispersed, without a running theme linking them and without an integrating 
framework. No doubt some of the outputs are noteworthy, but they are not sufficiently 
significant, nor linked to solid impact pathways which can justify the requested investment.  
DS’s extension proposal was ranked the worst among the 15 proposals submitted. 
Additional and specific comments, which are consistent with the Consortium Science Team 
assessment, are included in the ISPC report. There are a number of serious and significant 
issues of concern, which are summarised below. 
B. Specific points that DS needs to address 
1. Demonstrate the scientific critical mass and intellectual leadership required to drive a 
world-leading dryland systems research program. We recognise that the appointment 
of a new Director starts to address the issue of intellectual leadership, but scientific 
critical mass and capacity remain serious concerns. 
2. State explicitly the ‘burning’ scientific questions that the research is designed to 
address and how this CRP will address them in a structured and organized way, with 
the appropriate use of selected partners. 
3. Focus the above questions on significant problems, clearly prioritized and show how 
addressing these questions will lead to major improvements in the significant 
problems faced by dryland agricultural systems. This implies having a strategic and 
well thought out theory of change, based on credible assumptions and hypotheses. 
To support the reorganization of the program with new FPs, we recommend the 
design of individual sub-ToCs for each of the proposed FPs with their own specific 
sets of assumptions. This approach, recommended by ISPC (2012 Report on ToC & 
IP), has indeed been convincingly adopted by other CRPs in their Extension Proposal 
for 2015-16. 
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4. Explicitly state what the added value of DS at CRP portfolio level actually consists of, 
given all the breeding work undertaken by other CRPs, the system level work of AAS 
and Humidtropics and the work of non-CGIAR research and development actors in 
the drylands. 
5. Define and explain the scientific complementarity and practical interaction with other 
CRPs. Show how DS and other CRPs connect over research problems and 
questions addressed and together martial a critical mass of science capacity to tackle 
this research, Also, as a systems research CRP, we expect DS to have particularly 
strong links and partnerships with all the relevant crop improvement CRPs (Dryland 
Cereals, WHEAT, Grain Legumes, RTB, Livestock and Fish) in addition to the natural 
resources management CRPs and PIM. Provide a Rationale, (key problems to be 
tackled, questions needing research, theory of change, expected outcomes and 
impacts) for the establishment of fewer but very significant, in terms of research and 
development challenges, regional Flagships and the recommended global flagship 
(to include gender). Specify the expected results from on-going systems-based 
research and identify what systems-based research needs to be developed in future. 
C. Concluding remarks 
As described earlier, and supported by the commentary of the ISPC, this extension proposal 
is extremely disappointing and provides little confidence that this CRP has evolved 
sufficiently since its inception to warrant further support in its current form. This, together 
with poorly prepared Annual Reports and POWB, suggests that a re-submission of the 
extension proposal will not address the fundamental and underpinning problems. Under 
these circumstances, we recommend that an independent task force be established to work 
in tandem with the newly appointed Director and in parallel with the Scientific Advisory Board 
to: in the short-term, identify and prioritise mission critical activities that need to be resourced 
within the existing portfolio and, second, to develop a coherent and strategically compelling 
case for Dryland Systems research that could form a core component of a new portfolio of 
CRPs starting in 2017. More specific terms of reference for this independent task force will 
be provided by the CO by Monday 21 July. 
